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Foreword 

 

 

This is the story of an adventure in 2011 to retrace my great-grandfather Eugene Ringôs 

1850 experiences in the California Gold Rush.  I am writing this for the Ring family ï 

current and future.  

 

Eugene Ring - Early History:  1827-1848 

 

Eugene Ring was born in Kingston, New York on the western shore of the Hudson River 

on April 2, 1827, the first son of Moses Ring and Anna Maria Shook. The Ring family 

has deep roots in Rhinebeck. Our forbearer, Christopher Ring, came there from the 

Langenlonsheim region of Germany in the 1730s.  The ñRingsò settled with other 

German Palatine immigrants in Duchess County, in the fertile Hudson River valley, about 

a hundred miles north of New York City, becoming tanners, farmers and merchants.   
 

After his eighteenth birthday in 1845, Eugene left his Duchess County home and family 

to move to New York City ñto seek his fortune.ò  In 1848 Eugene suffered an illness, 

compelling his family to suggest that he take a long sea voyage to regain his strength.   
 

Eugene Ring - California Gold Rush: 1848-1850 

 

Eugene Ring departed New York City on November 8, 1848 for the west coast of South 

America.  While transiting the Strait of Magellan, he first heard the news of the great 

California Gold Rush from a passing ship.   

 

Eugene went on to visit the South American ports of Valparaiso, Callao, Lima and 

Guayaquil.  After a layover in Central America's Panama City, he sailed to San 

Francisco, arriving on August 20, 1849. He worked there initially as a bookkeeper among 

the gold-crazy, exploding population.  Later he moved to Sacramento, worked as a 

storekeeper, and experienced the great Sacramento flood in January, 1850. 

 

The lure of gold finally led Eugene to the Sierra Nevada Mountains, where he worked at 

several mining sites in the summer of 1850.  Astoundingly, Eugene met and worked with 

his father Moses ï who had crossed the Great Plains in a wagon train after Eugene left 

New York City.   

 

Eugene decided to spend the winter of 1850 in Panama, before returning to the gold fields 

the next spring.  He left San Francisco aboard the barque Powhatan on October 9, 1850. 

Forty days out of San Francisco, the Powhatan was becalmed off southern Mexicoôs 

Isthmus of Tehuantepec and low on food and water.   

 

Eugene was part a ten-man foraging party put ashore in a small boat to look for 

provisions.   During the landing the wind came up and the Powhatan raised sails and 

abandoned the ten men. 
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Eugeneôs party was forced into an exhausting trek across the jungles and mountains of 

the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.  During this difficult trip three men died of cholera, an 

additional man was left to recover from cholera ï with only Eugene and five others of the 

original foraging party reaching Veracruz on the Gulf Coast of Mexico to catch a 

salvation ship to New Orleans.  

 

Fulfilling a Ring -Family Dream 

 

Eugene wrote three handwritten versions of the story of his Gold Rush adventure.  In 

2008 the Ring family published an integrated memoir that provides an enthralling 

account of his activities, descriptions of what he saw, the places he went, the people he 

met, and how he felt about things ï a truly remarkable record of a remarkable experience.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Details about this memoir are available at http://www.ringbrothershistory.com. 

 

 

Ring family members have long wanted to retrace parts of Eugeneôs adventure to actually 

see the sites that Eugene so eloquently described.   

 

In February, 2011 Pat Wood, my soul mate, and I spent five wonderful days retracing 

Eugene Ringôs complete trek across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.  I wrote about that 
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adventure ï complete with photographs ï in Retracing Eugene Ringôs 1850 Trek across 

the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, available on my Web site. 

 

Then on August 24/25, 2011, Pat and I visited the California Gold Country. 

 

Approach for this Book 

 

This ñbookò is the story of Patôs and my trip to El Dorado County California, where gold 

was first discovered in January, 1848 and where Eugene Ring spent the summer of 1850 

trying his luck in the California Gold Rush.  As for the Tehuantepec trip, I tell this story 

with a mixture of my words, Eugene words from his memoir, and sometimes my 

summary of Eugeneôs words ï integrated with the many photographs that Pat and I took 

of sites that we (and Eugene) visited.  I identify Eugeneôs words in ñbold type with 

quotes.ò 

 

I have included appendices covering the History of the Central Sierra Gold Rush Trails 

and the History of Native Americans in El Dorado County. 

 

The order of discussion of places and events in this book is going to follow the path that 

Pat and I took in exploring California gold country. 

 

This book is also available on my Web site at http://www.ringbrothershistory.com. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bob Ring 

Tucson, Arizona 

November, 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ringbrothershistory.com/
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Chapter 1 

 

Planning the Trip 

 

 

Pat and I have long wanted to visit Lake Tahoe on the California-Nevada border.  We 

booked a timeshare for the fourth week of August 2011 at Zephyr Cove just east of South 

Lake Tahoe in Nevada.   

 

We decided to drive Patôs car from Tucson to Lake Tahoe and since we were to be within 

60 miles of Californiaôs gold country, we decided to make a side trip to retrace Eugene 

Ringôs 1850 experiences in the California Gold Rush.   

 

The map below shows all the places that Eugene visited in California.  Our first step in 

preparing for this trip was to reread Eugene Ringôs memoir that describes in detail his 

experiences in the summer of 1850 - gold mining in El Dorado County.  

 

Letôs trace Eugene movements that summer:  He left Sacramento in late April and went 

directly to Georgetown where he tried mining for gold in nearby Oregon and Illinois 

Canyons.  Hearing that his father Moses ñwas mining near Hangtown,ò he traveled 

there, going through Coloma on the way, plus he got temporarily lost in Indian country, 

before meeting his father in Hangtown.  After a short visit, Eugene left Hangtown, 

ñjourneyed homeward to Illinois Canyonò and after a few days there, moved to 

Spanish Bar on the Middle Fork of the American River, where he and his companions 

worked for several weeks, using Georgetown as a base of operations for equipment and 

supplies.  Eugene made a short trip back to Sacramento and then returned to Spanish Bar 

to work with his father who had moved north from Hangtown.  A few weeks after that, 

Eugene and Moses moved downriver to Murdererôs Bar.  As the rainy season approached 

in late September, Eugene went back to Sacramento, then on to San Francisco, where on 

October 9, he caught a boat to Panama, planning to spend the winter there and return to 

the gold fields in the spring.         

 

Before we started on this expedition, I read a lot of mining histories, studied old mining 

maps and detailed road atlases, and spent a lot of time staring at satellite and topographic 

maps.  I was able to locate all of Eugeneôs old mining sites and found quite a bit of 

information about them on the internet.  I figured that we needed two days to revisit 

Eugeneôs gold mining experiences. 

 

We scheduled the excursion to California for August 24/25
th
 to correspond to days/times 

that local museums and libraries were open.  Since Eugene had been in and out of 

Georgetown so many times, we planned to stay overnight there.   
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This map, which we published with Eugene Ringôs memoir, was created from  

Eugeneôs descriptions of his experiences during the California Gold Rush. 
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Our overall roadmap is shown below ï covering our planned route to/from Lake Tahoe to 

El Dorado County California and our ñloopò through the gold country that Eugene 

visited.  We planned to cross the Sierra Nevada Mountains into gold country on 

California Highway 88, along the path of the original Carson River Trail (sometimes 

called the Mormon Emigrant Trail), through 8,650-foot Carson Pass.  That is the most 

likely wagon train route that Eugeneôs father Moses traveled late in the summer of 1849 

(more about this later).  We planned stops in Placerville (Hangtown in Eugeneôs day) and 

Coloma, before heading to Georgetown to start looking for Eugeneôs mining sites.  We 

planned to return to Lake Tahoe on U.S. Highway 50, along an improved cross-Sierras 

trail (Johnson Cutoff) that opened in 1852. 

 

        

 

 

 
 

Our overall planned route is highlighted in ñyellowò on this roadmap. 
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The towns and mining sites that we planned to visit are highlighted below on a blowup of 

the previous map. 

 

 
 

Placerville, Coloma, Georgetown, Oregon and Illinois Canyons, Spanish Bar, 

 and Murderers Bar were the towns/mining sites we planned to visit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Middle Fork  
of  

American River 
Spanish Bar 

Oregon and Illinois 
Canyons Murderers Bar 
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Chapter 2 

 

Getting to the California Gold Country 

 

 

Moses Ring:  early April ï late September, 1849 

 

Here are some facts and speculation about and when and how Moses Ring came to the 

California Gold Rush:  We know from an article in the Poughkeepsie Journal & Eagle 

published on April 7, 1849 that Moses Ring and Daniel Kellogg from Rhinebeck (and 

two others from the area) ñhave taken their departure during the week for California.ò  In 

his memoir Eugene Ring mentions that soon after arriving in San Francisco in late 

August 1849, he received a letter from his Uncle Benjamin in Sacramento saying that 

ñmy father was on his way here across the Plains.ò  If Mosesô group was part of a 

wagon train leaving Independence or Saint Josephs Missouri by mid May of 1849, they 

could have arrived in California four and a half months later in late September.  Eugene 

further reports in his memoir that after moving to Sacramento in November, 1849, he 

learned from his Uncle Benjamin that ñMr. Kellogg, a gentleman from Rhinebeck who 

had come across the plains in company of my father was lying sick at the Southern 

Hotel, and I went at once to see him.ò  Eugene then relates the death of Daniel Kellogg 

and helping to bury him in the Sacramento Cemetery.  So we know that by the fall of 

1849, Daniel Kellogg (and presumably Moses Ring) had reached California. 

 

I believe that Moses Ringôs wagon train most likely finished itôs cross-country trek at 

Hangtown (now Placerville), near the western endpoint of the Carson River Trail (also 

known as the Mormon Emigrant Trail), forged over the Sierra Nevada Mountains in the 

summer of 1848 through 8,650-foot elevation Carson Pass and 9,550- foot elevation West 

Pass.  It is estimated that during 1849 over 20,000 gold seekers traveled this famous trail 

to California.  See Appendix 1 for a short history of the development of the central Sierra 

Gold Rush trails, including the Carson River Trail.   

 

Gold was first discovered at Sutterôs Mill on the South Fork of the American River on 

January 24, 1848.   

 

A few months later, gold was discovered on Weber Creek, about eight miles southeast of 

Sutterôs Mill.  A mining camp soon formed there; in January 1849 the mining camp 

acquired the name of Hangtown when vigilantes hanged three criminals.  By the fall of 

1849 when Moses Ring probably arrived, thousands of men were mining for gold around 

Hangtown.  See Part B of the Appendix for the early history of Hangtown.    

 

Eugeneôs memoir tells us that he first meets his father in California at Hangtown early in 

the summer of 1850.  Whether or not Moses remained in Hangtown from his arrival the 

previous fall until that meeting, we donôt know.   
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Eugene Ring:  November 8, 1848 ï late April, 1850 

 

Eugene Ring took the long way around to the California gold country - by ship from New 

York City, departing on November, 8, 1848 (five months before Moses left Rhinebeck), 

sailing through the Strait of Magellan on the southern tip of South America, with a 

layover of several weeks in Panama.  

 

Arriving by boat in San Francisco on August 20, 1849, Eugene described the scene, 

ñCovering the waters of the bay, lay the thousand vessels from all parts of the 

world, and é on the still air of early morning comes the chattering of the 

carpentersô hammers é from the many buildings springing up on every side, some 

almost in a night, as if the work of a genii.  Indeed one could hardly realize the state 

of excitement, hurry, change from day to day, the plentitude of gold, the unnatural 

mode of living, and the apparent extravagantly fictitious value of everything.ò  

 

Eugene spent three months in the gold-seeker-bustling city. He took a job in a large 

market as ñcashier, collector, salesman and semi-bookkeeper.ò In his spare time he 

visited local missions, experienced a bull fight spectacle and the raucous gambling 

houses, and waited for hours at the Post Office for news from home. 

 

In November Eugene took a steamship inland to Sacramento to work for his Uncle 

Benjamin in his minersô provisioning store at the corner of Third and K Streets (See the 

drawing of Sacramento below). 

 

Eugene arrived in Sacramento just in time to find the dying Daniel Kellogg, who had 

recently arrived from Rhinebeck.  

 

A couple of months later Eugene experienced the Great Sacramento Flood of January 

1850.  Eugene described the conditions, ñOver some parts of the city the water was ten 

to twelve feet deep, and this continued for nearly three weeks é Our roost above 

the store was occupied by about a dozen of the water logged and weather bound 

citizens. é One day while rowing through the streets é all sorts of floatable 

baggage was swimming from side to side and end to end.ò  
 

By spring Eugene had caught the gold fever.  He described the situation, ñMy naturally 

roving uneasy disposition urged me on to see such portions of California adventure 

as are comprised in a minerôs life.  And very complacently too, I thought that some 

immense lump, or rich deposit of the óyellow,ô was waiting for me to come and pick 

out from its hiding place.ò 

 

So ñabout the latter part of April, 1850 I set outò with three friends ñfor the diggings 

near Georgetown, 60 miles above Sacramento.ò 
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San Francisco and Harbor ï 1849-1851.

Yerba Buena Cove 

Winter of 1849-1850 

View towards 

Telegraph Hill 

1849 

Yerba Buena Cove 

1851 

View from 

Telegraph Hill 

1850 
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Sacramento in December 1849.  View is from the foot of J Street, 

 showing I, J, and K Streets.  Cross streets from foreground are First, Second, and Third. 

(Drawing by G.V. Cooper) 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Sacramento as it appeared during the great flood in January 1850. 

(Drawing by George W. Casilear and Henry Bainbridge)  
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Contemporary:  August 18-24, 2011 

 

To give us maximum flexibility, Pat and I decided to drive Patôs Toyota Venza on the 

trip.  We left Tucson on Thursday August 18
th
, stopped for two nights in Las Vegas, and 

then resumed our drive to arrive in Zephyr Cove, Nevada, near South Lake Tahoe, on 

Saturday afternoon August 20
th
. 

 

We selected our route to Lake Tahoe to minimize driving time and maximize scenery.  

The GPS nav system in Patôs car kept giving us trouble, not liking our choice of routes, 

especially over some of the mountain passes.  But we persisted, in spite of repeated 

directions to ñturn around.ò 

 

We spent Sunday through Tuesday enjoying the Lake Tahoe area, including finding an 

isolated beach with a nice park, driving around the entire Lake, taking a paddle-wheel 

boat Lake cruise, and enjoying several fine restaurants. 

 

 

   

 
 

This is Emerald Bay on the southwestern side of Lake Tahoe 

 ï with Fannette Island visible between the trees. 

 

 

On Wednesday morning August 24
th
, we started for the California Gold Country, heading 

for Placerville, planning to follow as closely as possible Moses Ringôs wagon train route 

from the nearby Carson River, over Carson Pass, along the Mormon Emigrant Trail - on 

California highway 88.  Much to our disappointment, electronic traveler signs in South 

Lake Tahoe told us that Carson Pass was closed due to ongoing road construction.   

 

 



 15 

 
 

Bob and Pat pose for a photo with Lake Tahoeôs Emerald Bay in the background. 

 

 

So we changed our route and drove to Placerville on U.S. Highway 50, along the Johnson 

Cutoff Trail, that was available to gold rushers by the summer of 1852.  The Johnson 

Cutoff Trail was both shorter and at lower elevation than the Carson River Trail and led 

directly to Placerville.  We crossed the Sierra Nevada Mountains near Echo Lake at Echo 

Summit through Johnsonôs Pass at 7,400-feet elevation - on a very nice, heavily forested 

road, and arrived in Placerville in mid-morning. 

 

 

 
 

U.S. Highway 50 winds down from Echo Summit.  (Courtesy Wikipedia) 

 


